Language Change Without Collision: A Glimpse at Linguistic Diversity in Northern Thailand and Southern Laos  by Luangthongkum, Theraphan
1877-0428 © 2010 Beijing Forum. Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
doi:10.1016/j.sbspro.2010.05.035
Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 6846–6857
Available online at www.sciencedirect.com
Selected Papers of Beijing Forum 2007 
Language Change Without Collision: A Glimpse at Linguistic 
Diversity in Northern Thailand and Southern Laos 
Theraphan Luangthongkum 
Professor, Chulalongkorn University 
 
Abstract 
Linguistic diversity can be the cause of serious clashes and collisions in nations with multiethnic groups. Is this always true? 
Linguistic variation and change due to linguistic diversity can be subtle and be accepted without collision or negative feelings 
when induced gradually and naturally by language contact. 
 
Linguistic diversity in the Nan Province of northern Thailand and in the Xekong Province of southern Laos is a good illustration 
of the latter phenomenon. In the case of Nan and Xekong, though small both in area and population size, these provinces have 
thirteen and fourteen ethnic groups, respectively, coexisting peacefully. These ethnic minorities have learned to tolerate, to care 
for and to listen to each other in order to maintain a sense of harmony in the area. Unity is the result of their linguistic tolerance 
and lack of selfishness. Due to language contact, linguistic variation and change cannot be avoided. Different languages play 
different roles in a multilingual community. Pluralism and multilingualism should be taken as important keywords for policy 
making at the national level. However, assimilation should also be encouraged; if people want to speak or conform to the 
majority instead of maintaining their own identity and speaking their own language, they have the right to choose whatever they 
think best suits them. 
© 2009 Published by Elsevier Ltd. 
Introduction 
Thailand, formally the Royal Kingdom of Siam, and Lao PDR, which is a socialist country, are parts of Mainland 
Southeast Asia or “Usa Kanay”, the popularly used term among present-day scholars of pre-civilization. The two 
countries are located in the monsoon zone where monsoon winds bring a lot of heavy rain for about three months 
between July and September. Thailand and Laos are alike in that each of these two countries contains more than 
fifty ethnic groups.  
Based on language and cultural differences, Thailand can be divided into four major regions: north, northeast, 
central and south. Each of these four regions has its own prominent characteristics. Standard Thai is the official or 
national language of Thailand. Lao PDR comprises three regions: north, central and south. Three cities, Luang Pra 
Bang, Vientiane and Champasak are the centres of northern, central and southern Laos, respectively. Similar to 
Thailand, each region has its own prominent characteristics due to the inhabitants of the areas. Nan is a small 
province in northern Thailand whereas Xekong is a small province in southern Laos. 
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From 1997—2007, we conducted two big research projects to investigate linguistic diversity in Xekong Province 
(1997—2001) and in Nan Province (2004—2007) funded by the Thailand Research Fund (TRF). Many linguistic 
aspects were studied. The two provinces were selected because they have small populations but many ethnic 
minorities or tribes speaking their own native languages. Our interest was to discover how they communicate in 
everyday life and live happily together. 
The contents presented in this paper are a by-product of our research findings which have already been published 
and presented at national and international conferences. Here, I would like to illustrate briefly two examples of 
language diversity and change without collision in two multilingual areas, one in southern Laos (Xekong Province) 
and the other in northern Thailand (Nan Province). 
Xekong Province: Demography 
Xekong Province (see Map 1) is divided into four districts, Tha Taeng, Lamam, Kaluem and Dak Chueng. 
Lamam is the centre of the province where all of the provincial offices are located. The Xekong River is the heart 
and soul of the people inhabiting Xekong Province. 
According to official documents, there are fourteen “tribes” (in their own word: “Chon Phao”) in Xekong 
Province: Lao Lum (lowland Lao), Taliang, Yae, Taliw, Dak Kang, Katu, Ngae, Chatong, Alak, Laven, Suai, Ta Oi, 
Lavi and Kaseng. The total population is 64,170 (Population Census, 1995), of which only 5% is Lao Lum and the 
remaining 95% is Lao Thoeng, comprising thirteen tribes or Mon-Khmer speaking peoples. Regarding their 
religious beliefs, the people living in towns or developed areas are Buddhists and those living in remote 
mountainous areas are animists. These thirteen Mon-Khmer ethnic groups played an important role during the two 
liberation wars against the French and Americans and some of their ancestors became national heroes. At present, 
many of them hold high administrative positions. Besides their own mother tongues, they also speak or at least 
comprehend Lao Lum (a Tai dialect), which is the official language of the province and also of the nation, and the 
other Lao Thoeng (Mon-Khmer) languages spoken in nearby villages. There follows a brief look at the multilingual 
society of Xekong Province in southern Laos. All the facts and figures presented in this paper are from the 
unpublished official documents given to us by the local authorities of Xekong Province. 
 
Lao Lum 
The population is 3,360. There are only three old Lao Lum villages in Xekong: Don Chan, Dan and Phon. They 
have recently moved from the other provinces. The Lao Lum population comprises mostly government employees, 
businessmen and the spouses of local people. Even though they belong to the majority ethnic group of the country, 
they are the minority in Xekong Province. However, Lao Lum is the lingua franca of the “tribes” or ethnic groups 
living in Xekong. It is used as the medium of instruction in all schools and government offices. 
 
Katu 
The population is 13,705. The Katu people of Xekong speak either the Katu or Kantu dialect. Each of these two 
dialects has many varieties. Most of the Katu live in Kaluem District. After the liberation war, some of them 
migrated from their homeland in the mountains to the districts of Tha Taeng and Lamam. Among the seventy-two 
Katu villages in Laos, fifty villages are located in Kaluem District, nineteen in Tha Taeng District and three in 
Lamam District. As well as in Xekong Province, the Katu also live in Saravan Province, which is adjacent to 
Xekong, and in Kwang Nam Province, Vietnam. 
 
Triang (Tariang, Taliang) 
The population is 12,399. There are sixty-seven Triang villages in Xekong Province, fifty-nine villages in Dak 
Chueng District, four in Tha Taeng District and four in Lamam District. The Triang language is the lingua franca of 
Dak Chueng District. In Lao PDR, the Triang live only in Xekong Province. However, the Triang can be found in 
Kwang Ngai Province, Vietnam, which is adjacent to Xekong. In fact, the Triang living in southern Laos call 
themselves “Khon Dak Chueng” which simply means ‘the people of Dak Chueng’. They obtained the tribal name 
“Triang” by accident, due to a misunderstanding by French explorers in the past. 
 
Harak (Halrak, Harlak, Alak) 
6848  Theraphan Luangthongkum / Procedia Social and Behavioral Sciences 2 (2010) 6846–6857 
They are mostly called “Alak”. The population is 11,231. The Alak are the native people of Lamam District. In 
Xekong Province, there are altogether fifty-five Alak villages, thirty-five villages in Lamam and twenty in Tha 
Taeng. In the olden days, Tha Taeng used to be a sub-district of Lamam. Based on the sub-dialects or varieties 
spoken, the Alak can be divided into four sub-groups: the clusters of Ban Pak Thon, Ban Mo, Ban Kasang Klang 
and Ban Saen Nuea. Each of these four clusters consists of many villages. The Alak language is used as the lingua 
franca of Lamam District. 
Since the Alak live in “Thung Phiang” or lowland areas, they have had a greater opportunity to come into contact 
with more civilized peoples. As a consequence, a lot of Khmer (Cambodian) and Lao words have been borrowed 
into Alak. 
 
Kriang (Ng-Kriang, Ngae’, Ngae) 
The population is 6,784. Most of the Kriang live in Kaluem District. There are 37 Kriang villages, twenty-nine in 
Kaluem seven in Tha Taeng and one in Lamam. They call themselves “Kriang” or “Ng-Kriang” but are known as 
“Ngae” by the officials. The origin of the name “Ngae” is also the result of a misunderstanding by French explorers. 
Kriang women are good at weaving cotton cloth with animal motifs. 
 
Yaeh (Yae’, Yae) 
The population is 4,916. The majority of the Yaeh live on both sides of the Xekaman River in Dak Chueng 
Province. Thirty Yaeh villages are located in Dak Chueng. There is only one Yaeh village in Lamam District, Ban 
Non Nong Va or Ban Thung Krachiaw. Yaeh people also live in Attapue, which is a province adjacent to Xekong, 
and in Charaikongtum, Vietnam. 
 
Ta Oi 
The population is 2,631. They are not native to Xekong but migrated from the Ta Oi District of Salavan Province, 
especially the group living at Ban Palaeng Nuea, Ban Palaeng Klang and Ban Palaeng Tai. The Ta Oi speaks the 
Katuic branch of the Mon-Khmer language. Seven Ta Oi villages are located in Tha Taeng District and six Ta Oi 
villages are to be found in Kaluem District. 
 
Suai 
The population is 2,603. There are only four Suai villages in Xekong Province, all of which are located in Tha 
Taeng District. The Suai can be divided into two separate groups based on the languages spoken. The Suai of Ban 
Yok Thong and Ban Chunla speak the Bahnaric branch of the Mon-Khmer language whereas the Suai living in the 
other two villages speak the Katuic branch of the Mon-Khmer language, which is similar to that spoken in Sukuman 
District, Salavan Province. 
 
Triw (Tariw, Taliw) 
The population is 1,482. In Dak Chueng District, ten Triw villages are to be found. According to the map 
showing the administrative divisions of Xekong Province, these ten villages are located near Kaluem District where 
Katuic languages are spoken. The Triw speak the Katuic branch of the Mon-Khmer language, even though the 
lingua franca of Dak Chueng District is Triang, a Bahnaric language. 
 
Jru’ (Laven) 
The population is 1,301. The Bolaven Plateau is the homeland of the Jru’. I suspect that the tribe name “Laven” 
may be from the place name “Bolaven”. Most of the Jru’ live in Pak Song District, which is a rich area of 
Champasak Province. In Xekong, there are only three Jru’ villages, Ban Hua Xe, Ban Nong Nok and Ban Nong Lau 
which are located in Tha Taeng District. In comparison with the other Mon-Khmer speaking tribes in Xekong, the 
Jru’ living in Tha Taeng District are quite well off. They own coffee plantations and orchards. In each Jru’ village, 
there is a Buddhist temple. The Jru’ feel that they are superior because their ancestors were great warriors. Ong 
Kommadam organized an army consisting of several Mon-Khmer tribes and fought bravely against the French. He 
also invented a secret writing system for communicating among themselves. 
 
Dak Kang 
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The population is 2,386. This Mon-Khmer speaking tribe lives in eleven villages around the Kang River in Dak 
Chueng District. Outsiders do not know much about them. However, based on my language corpus and analysis, 
they speak a Katuic language although they live among speakers of Bahnaric languages. 
 
Chatong 
The population is 580. In Kaluem District, there are four Chatong villages, Ban Tang Kat, Ban Tang Plang, Ban 
Liny and Ban Sathon. Ban Tang Kat is the oldest and largest village. The Chatong can speak Kriang, which is the 
lingua franca of Kaluem District. In the past, they were called “Bru” meaning ‘mountain people’ by the Jru’ or 
Laven. This suggests that the other tribes living in Xekong Province used to look down upon the Chatong. 
 
Lavi (Havi, Savoeng)  
The population is 492. The three Lavi villages, Ban Lavi Fang Daeng, Ban Lavi Nam Phan and Ban Lavi Noi, are 
located in Lamam District. In the past, this tribe used to live around the Yuet Stream in the Phu Luang Mountains. 
Ban Lavi Fang Daeng is about five kilometres from the municipality of Lamam District. Lavi is a Mon-Khmer 
language of the Bahnaric branch. There are many Alak loanwords in Lavi. 
 
Kaseng 
The population is about 300. In the past, there used to be four Kaseng villages in Dak Chueng District, Ban Dak 
Nong, Ban Dak Nyok, Ban Dak Troep and Ban Dak Uen Dro. At present, Ban Dak Troep is the only Kaseng village 
to be located in Dak Chueng. Most of the Kaseng villages, totalling about ten, are in San Sai District, Attapue 
Province which is adjacent to Dak Chueng District, Xekong Province. The Kaseng speak the Bahnaric branch of the 
Mon-Khmer language, which is closely related to the language spoken by the Triang. 
Xekong Province, southern Laos:Multilinguistic setting 
Fifteen languages are spoken by the fourteen ethnic groups living in Xekong Province in southern Laos. It is 
interesting to note that the Lao Lum, who are the majority of the nation, are only an ethnic minority of Xekong 
Province. The population of Lao Lum in Xekong is smaller than some of the other Mon-Khmer ethnic groups. Lao 
is the official or national language of the whole nation. It is used as the medium of instruction in all schools and in 
the institutions of higher education, in official meetings and also in the various types of mass media. Lao script and 
its writing system are used for all literacy purposes. Even though Lao is the lingua franca of Xekong Province, most 
of the districts, except Tha Daeng District, have their own lingua franca. For example, Alak, Kriang and Triang are 
the lingua franca of the districts of Lamam, Kaluem and Dak Chueng, respectively. 
It can be seen clearly that Xekong Province is a multilingual community. People in Xekong speak not only their 
own mother tongue but also can speak Lao which is the national language of Lao PDR. Moreover, they speak the 
languages of the other tribes living in nearby villages so that there can be good relationships and mutual 
understanding between them. There is no doubt that most of them are multilingual speakers. Since different 
languages have different functions in a multilingual society, collision is out of the question. 
Cultural and linguistic diversity in Xekong Province is harmless. Cultural and linguistic contact cannot be 
avoided and code switching and language blending are natural. Linguistic borrowing can cause various types of 
linguistic variation and change at many levels, for example, the lexical, phonological, morphological and syntactical 
levels. 
When I collected data on the thirteen Mon-Khmer languages spoken in Xekong Province for reconstructing 
Proto-Katuic and Proto-Bahnaric, a wordlist of 2,300 lexical items was devised. Due to language change, only 1,406 
Proto-Katuic lexical forms could be reconstructed. I noticed that a large number of Bahnaric, Khmer and Lao words 
had been borrowed into the Katuic languages spoken in Xekong Province. In respect of Proto-Bahnaric, about 1,361 
lexical forms could be reconstructed. Again, a lot of Katuic, Khmer and Lao loanwords were found in the Bahnaric 
languages. 
The fourteen tribes of Xekong have never fought against each other but helped fight in the liberation wars against 
the French and Americans. We did not detect any racial or tribal problems when we conducted our field research in 
Xekong Province. Inter-marriages among members of different tribes are common and this encourages bilingualism 
within households and, later, multilingualism in villages. 
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More detailed information on the Katuic and Bahnaric peoples of Xekong and their languages can be found in L-
Thongkum (2001). Various anthropological and sociological details of the ethnic groups or tribes of Lao PDR are 
presented with maps in Chazée (1999) and Goudineau (1997). 
Nan Province, northern Thailand: Demography 
Nan is a province in the northern region of Thailand, which shares a border with central Laos in the north and 
east. About 14% of the province is lowland and river basin, the rest, about 86%, are highlands and mountains. Nan 
Province is rich in natural resources, such as jungle, dense forests, teak woods, waterfalls, wild animals, wild 
orchids and so on. In the past, the northern and north-eastern areas of Nan were an important base for the 
Communist Party of Thailand. Buddhist temples and sacred spiritual shrines can be found all over the province. Nan 
has a long history going as far back as the Kingdom of Sukhothai and it also has a few pre-historic sites. 
At present, Nan province (see Map 2) is divided into 15 districts, 99 sub-districts and 902 villages (Village 
Database of the research project on “Linguistic Diversity in Nan Province: A Foundation for Tourism 
Development,” 2007). There are good highways connecting all of the fifteen districts of Nan Province. The total 
population is 462,155 (Thailand Population and House Statistics, December 2005). The inhabitants of Nan comprise 
thirteen ethnic groups (see Map 3): Khon Mueang (Tai Yuan), Lue, Khuen, Lao, Phuan, Haw’, Chinese (mostly the 
Hakka), Mpi, Hmong (Miao), Mien (Yao), Khmu’, Lua’ (Thin), Mlabri (Tong Lueang or the spirits of the Yellow 
Leaves). In addition, there is a non-identified mixed group speaking Central Thai and other languages. The 
following are demographic sketches of the thirteen ethnic groups living in Nan Province, a quiet and peaceful place. 
 
Khon Mueang (Tai Yuan) 
The population is 315,382. They represent the majority of the province. Khon Mueang people speak Kham 
Mueang or the Nan-Phrae variety of the northern Thai dialect. They have their own script and writing system called 
“Tua Mueang”. Tua Mueang script is taught only in Buddhist monasteries for religious, historical and folk medicinal 
purposes. However, the population of Nan Province is literate in Thai, the official and national language of the 
country. Almost all of the Khon Mueang, especially the younger generation, are bilingual. The culture of Khon 
Mueang people is different from that of central Thai people; for example, they eat steamed sticky rice while central 
Thai people eat boiled plain rice for everyday meals. More information on the dialects and varieties of Kham 
Mueang can be found in Smalley (1994). 
 
Lue (Tai Lue) 
The population is 54,400. The Lue are religious and very good at weaving cotton cloth. The Lue style of weaving 
and motifs, “Pha Lai Nam Lai”, are famous and are in great demand. Ban Nong Bua and Nong Bua Temple in Tha 
Wang Pha District are the centers for the Lue people living in Nan. About one hundred and one Lue villages are 
scattered over many districts. The Lue migrated from many places in the old Lue Kingdom, e.g., Mueang Chiang 
Rung, Mueang La and so on, which are in Sipsongpanna, China. Some of them have recently migrated from Lao 
PDR. They still maintain their traditional way of life. The older generation can perform Lue folk dances, sing and 
play Lue music. A few old men know Lue script and the writing system, so they are literate in their own language. 
The younger generation is trilingual, i.e. they can speak Lue, Kham Mueang and Thai. 
 
Khuen (Khoen) 
The population is 807. This small ethnic group migrated from Chiang Tung State in Burma. There are only two 
Khuen villages in Nan. Their language and culture are quite similar to those of the Yuan. Even though they have 
their own Buddhist temple, the Khuen have a lesser role to play in the multicultural society of Tha Wang Pha 
District, Nan Province. 
 
Lao 
The population is 9,672. There are about twenty-seven Lao villages in Nan Province. Nam Pua Sub-district in 
Wiang Sa District is the centre for Lao people living in Nan. This ethnic group migrated from northern areas of Lao 
PDR, such as Luang Pra Bang. The Lao in Nam Pua have their own Buddhist temple. They still follow their 
traditional way of life and speak Lao, their own mother tongue, at home. The younger generation is trilingual. As 
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well as Lao, they can speak Kham Mueang and Thai well. Lao script and its writing system are taught in temples, so 
that some of them can read old documents and books written in Lao and are able to keep in touch with their relatives 
living in Lao PDR. 
 
Phuan (Lao Phuan) 
The population is 2,296. There are three Phuan villages in Tha Wang Pha District. They are in regular contact 
with the Lue and Yuan living in nearby villages. The Phuan migrated from Chiang Khwang Province, which is in 
the north of Lao PDR. Phuan men are very good at forging iron to make knifes, machetes, hoes and other iron 
utensils and tools. There are many Lao and Kham Mueang linguistic elements in the Phuan language. 
 
Chinese (mostly the Hakka) 
The population is about 2,135. Most of the Hakka Chinese live and do business of all kinds in the municipalities 
of many districts in Nan Province, especially in the municipality of Mueang District. They are the wealthiest ethnic 
group of Nan Province. The Chinese run their own school where Mandarin Chinese is taught to Chinese children 
and outsiders who want to learn Mandarin. They also have traditional spiritual shrines and cemeteries. A foundation 
has been set up to help fund cultural activities and social organizations. As in the other big cities of Thailand Nan 
Province’s modern hotel businesses, plant and shops are owned by this ethnic group. The younger generation is 
literate in Thai and can speak Kham Mueang well. 
 
Mpi (Kaw) 
The population is 508. The single Mpi village is located in Yot Sub-district, Song Khwae District. The Mpi 
migrated from southern China to the provinces of Phrae and Nan about 150 years ago. This Tibeto-Burman ethnic 
group has lived among the Lue, therefore, a large number of Lue words have been borrowed into their language. 
Later, when the mountainous area where the Mpi live was opened to outsiders, they started to learn Kham Mueang. 
As a result, the younger generation can speak Kham Mueang and Thai. A lot of linguistic variations and changes can 
be detected in the Mpi language. 
 
Hmong (Miao) 
The population is 22,037. There are twenty-seven Hmong villages in Nan Province. There are two sub-groups of 
the Hmong, White Hmong and Black Hmong, and they can be differentiated by the clothing of the women. Hmong 
people used to live in the mountains where they practiced a slash-and-burn type of agriculture but, nowadays, they 
live permanently in the highlands of Nan Province. Instead of moving around and growing opium poppies, they 
grow and sell cabbages and lychees. They also raise chickens, pigs and cattle for sale and for sacrifice in their 
traditional rituals. Some of them have become Christians and can read the Bible written in Roman-based or Thai-
based Hmong script. The conservative Hmong remain animists and continue to practise their traditional beliefs. 
Their New Year festival is very important so all of the Hmong, both Christians and animists, return to their villages 
to celebrate this special occasion. Generally, Hmong people can speak Kham Mueang (Tai) as well as their own 
native language, which belongs to the Hmong-Mien language family. The well-educated ones can speak, read and 
write Thai. 
 
Mien (Yao) 
The population is 11,415. There are thirty Mien villages in Nan Province. The Mien are highlanders like the 
Hmong. Both ethnic groups migrated from southern China. Most of the Mien believes in Daoism and some of them 
have been converted into Christianity. There are two types of Mien orthography, Roman-based and Thai-based. 
Mien who are literate in their native language can read the Bible translated into Mien. The ones who know the 
Roman-based orthography are able to contact their relatives and friends who live in Laos, Vietnam, China, America 
and Canada via ordinary mail and e-mail. Mien women are famous for their eye-catching embroidery, clothing and 
silverware and Mien men are skilful silversmiths. The Mien living in Pa Klang Sub-district, Pua District own rubber 
plantations and lychee orchards. Many of them earn their living through business. 
 
Khmu’ (Khammu’) 
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The population is 7,708. There are twenty-two Khmu’ villages. The Khmu’ of Nan Province can be divided into 
3 sub-groups, Khmu’ Yuan, Khmu’ Lue and Khmu’ Rawk. The twenty-two Khmu’ villages are scattered over the 
districts of Song Khwae, Tha Wang Pha, Thung Chang and so on. Khmu’ people speak the Khmuic branch of the 
Mon-Khmer language. They are either Buddhists or animists. They prefer hilly areas to lowlands because they are 
good at dry field cultivation. In their free time, Khmu’ men weave bamboo and rattan baskets for their own use and 
also for sale. Some young men become soldiers in the Royal Thai Army or come to big cities to work as laborers. 
 
Lua’ (Thin) 
The population is 34,600. The Lua’ are the indigenous people of Nan Province. They comprise two major sub-
groups, the Mal and Pray. They are called “Thin” by the Khon Mueang, which is taken as an insult because the 
name “Thin” has negative connotations. Actually, the word “Thin” means ‘local, locality, pertaining to the region’. 
During the communist infiltration forty years ago, many of the Lua’ living in the mountainous areas of Nan joined 
the Communist Party of Thailand and fought against the state’s army. The Lua’ language consists of two major 
dialects and each dialect has many varieties. The ninety-eight Lua’ villages are located in many districts: Mueang 
Nan, Chaloem Pra Kiat, Bo Kluea, Thung Chang, Chiang Klang, Pua, Mae Chrim, Santi Suk and Song Khwae. Lua’ 
people are Buddhists and animists. Local government and the private sector have set up various kinds of 
development schemes and programmes to provide the Lua’ with better living conditions. This Mon-Khmer speaking 
ethnic group is found only in Nan and the areas adjacent to Nan in Lao PDR. 
 
Mlabri (Tong Lueang, Spirits of the Yellow Leaves) 
The population is 148. The Mlabri used to be a hunting and gathering ethnic group. Recently, they have been 
encouraged to stay permanently at Ban Huay Yuak (Hamlet 5), which is a large Hmong village in Wiang Sa District. 
Trying very hard to adjust themselves to this new way of life, they have been unhappy. Their freedom has become 
limited and they have had to learn to cope with modernization. They have to earn their living by clearing the jungle 
for the Hmong so they can have enough money to buy food and send their children to school. In order to promote 
tourism in Nan, the Mlabri have been advertised by travel agencies as the most primitive of the jungle people. In 
order to survive in a new environment, this small ethnic group has had to struggle very hard. Their future is rather 
bleak in comparison with the other ethnic minorities. 
 
Haw’ 
The population is 1,047. The Haw’ have rather peculiar origins. They are a mixed ethnic group that may have 
been slaves who ran away from their masters and hid themselves in remote jungles and mountains. During the 
communist infiltration, they were forced to move and settle in the lowlands before the area was devastated. At 
present, the Haw’ live with the other ethnic groups in three villages located in the district of Thung Chang. 
Generally, they are not friendly to outsiders. Even though many generations of the Haw’ people have been born and 
have lived in Nan, some of them still do not have proper identity cards. This means that, legally, they are not 
citizens of Thailand. However, all Haw’ speak Kham Mueang as their native language and most of them can 
understand Thai. They are Buddhists or animists. 
Detailed information on the languages and cultures of the thirteen ethnic groups of Nan Province can be found in 
the research reports of the project on “Linguistic Diversity in Nan Province: A Foundation for Tourism 
Development” (L-Thongkum et al, 2007). 
Nan Province, northern Thailand: Multilinguistic setting 
Generally speaking, northerners are friendly, polite and generous. The thirteen ethnic groups living in Nan 
Province all display the above characteristics. Cultural and language differences have never caused any conflict in 
Nan Province. The majority (Khon Mueang) and the other twelve ethnic minorities (Lue, Khuen, Lao, Phuan, 
Chinese, Mpi, Hmong, Mien, Khmu’, Lua’, Mlabri, Haw’) are able to maintain harmony and peace in all areas, both 
in the lowlands and highlands. Inter-marriage is common and readily accepted. Problems, if they accidentally occur, 
are handled in a subtle manner to avoid further conflict. When we were in Nan, it was rather hard for us to imagine 
the warfare between the Thai army and the communist guerrillas about 40 years before. 
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The habitants of Nan can speak or understand many of the language and dialects used in the province including 
Standard Thai, which is the national language of Thailand. Nan Province has an interesting multilinguistic setting. 
The languages spoken in Nan belong to four language families: Tai (Thai, Kham Mueang, Lue, Khuen, Lao, Phuan), 
Sino-Tibetan (Chinese, Mpi), Hmong-Mien (Hmong, Mien) and Mon-Khmer (Khmu’, Lua’, Mlabri). The linguistic 
scenario of Nan is as follows: 
 
Standard Thai or Thai (Tai): National or official language 
Kham Mueang (Tai): Lingua franca of the province 
Lue (Tai): Minority language 
Khuen (Tai): Minority language 
Lao (Tai): Minority language 
Phuan (Tai): Minority language (enclave language) 
Hakka Chinese (Sino-Tibetan): Minority language (town or trade language) 
Mpi (Sino-Tibetan): Minority language (enclave language) 
Hmong (Hmong-Mien): Minority language 
Mien (Hmong-Mien): Minority language 
Khmu’ (Mon-Khmer): Minority language 
Lua’ or Mal (Mon-Khmer): Indigenous language 
Lua’ or Pray (Mon-Khmer): Indigenous language 
Mlabri (Mon-Khmer): Indigenous language (enclave language) 
 
With regard to their religions, they believe in Buddhism, Christianity, Daoism and Animism. Ceremonies and 
rituals are usually performed in their own native languages. There are no religious conflicts among the ethnic groups 
in Nan. 
To illustrate a case of multilingualism in Nan Province, the language use of the Mlabri can be used as an 
example: 
At home and among themselves, the Mlabri speak their own language, Mlabri (Mon-Khmer). When they want to 
find jobs, they negotiate with the Hmong by using Hmong (Hmong-Mien). Outside Huay Yuak village where they 
live and in the market places, they converse with the outsiders in Kham Mueang (Tai). At meetings where provincial 
officials are present, they speak Thai (Tai). In some situations, when the members of many ethnic groups are 
together, Kham Mueang (Tai) is their language choice. It can be seen from this example that each language has its 
own function. Comprehension and mutual understanding can be created in a natural way, appropriate to their needs. 
On the other hand, if the provincial government tries to set up a language policy based on its own taste, nobody 
knows what may happen. Resentment may be a cause of conflict, which could develop into wars. 
Multilinguistic settings are common, especially in the north of Thailand, where there are multiethnic groups 
living together both in the highland and lowland areas. People have learned to adjust themselves to their neighbors’ 
ways of life and have reciprocated their good will to maintain harmony. As a consequence, though cultural and 
linguistic changes occur it is in a subtle way, in some cases unconsciously. 
Conclusion 
Linguistic bias and linguistic hierarchies derived from preferences and prejudices attaching to the speakers of 
various languages, such as superior vs. inferior, delicate vs. harsh, primitive vs. civilized, clear vs. ambiguous, 
pleasant vs. unpleasant, and so forth, can be a cause of conflict, clashes and collisions (Edwards, 1994). However, it 
is highly fortunate that violence caused by linguistic diversity does not exist in southern Laos and northern Thailand. 
Linguistic variation and change due to linguistic diversity can be subtle and accepted without conflict or negative 
feelings when it is induced gradually and naturally through language contact. Cultural and linguistic change cannot 
be avoided when the inhabitants of an area are multicultural and multilingual. Harmony and peace can be 
maintained as long as people are willing to suppress their selfishness and are ready to tolerate and compromise. This 
way, conflict can be avoided to a certain extent. 
Different languages have different functions and play different roles in a multilingual community. Pluralism and 
multilingualism should be encouraged and taken as an important key for policy making at both provincial and 
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national level. However, assimilation resulting from cultural and language contact should also be taken into account. 
If the members of various ethnic groups living in the same area prefer to conform to the majority or to be like the 
other ethnic groups instead of maintaining their own ethnicity, they should have the right to do so. They ought to be 
allowed to select whatever they believe best suits them, so that harmony, peace and unity can be maintained in the 
area and the nation. 
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